The purpose of this study was to investigate fourth-year student teachers' perceptions of their experiences of teaching practice. Although the researchers had targeted all fourth-year students enrolled for the Bachelor of Education (BEd) degree at the Central University of Technology, Free State in Bloemfontein, South Africa, only 48 completed and returned the questionnaires. The sample consisted of 26 (54.2%) male and 22 (45.8%) female students. The majority (62.5%) of the students came from the Natural Sciences programme. The study found that with the exception of their placement in schools, the student teachers were satisfied with their preparedness for the experiential training. They were equally satisfied with their school experience; the evaluation of their lessons; and the feedback they received from the evaluation of their lessons. The aspects of teaching where student teachers showed weaknesses were in the use of teaching aids and the use of different assessment techniques. On the whole, their overall confidence in teaching was high. Implications of the findings are indicated in the study.
INTRODUCTION
Teaching practice is an integral component of teacher training (Marais and Meier 2004, 220; Maphosa, Shumba and Shumba 2007, 296) , and takes various forms depending on the institution (Perry 2004, 2) . Irrespective of what form it takes, it exposes teacher trainees or student teachers to the real demands of the teaching profession. The aims of the teaching practice experience are to provide opportunities for student teachers to integrate theory and practice and to work collaboratively with and learn from the teachers; to prepare a competent, effective and efficient teacher; and to promote ongoing professional development and induction into the teaching profession (Mtika 2008, 85) . In this way student teachers gain experience in managing and evaluating class work and maintaining discipline and good order in the classroom; find their own teaching style and personality; and become acquainted with school organisation and administration. This then places many challenges on the organisation of teaching practice, its content, and how it is supervised (ibid.).
Problems associated with teaching practice have stimulated research to be undertaken in order to look into different aspects of this important component of teacher education. Quick and Sieborger (2005, 1-4) report on the perceptions of student teachers and tutors on the duration of teaching practice; the relationship between schools and the university; mentoring and supervision; teaching ability; and the value added by schools to the teacher trainees during teaching practice. One of their findings is that the majority of student teachers need to spend more time in schools. The researchers in this study concur with the need for a longer period of uninterrupted teaching practice as they argue that it can increase student teachers' teaching ability as well as their allegiance to the school. As Mtika (2008, 85) rightfully points out, student teachers can gain experience in managing and evaluating classwork. This shows that the duration and quality of teaching practice is very important in developing student teachers.
In line with the argument regarding the problems of teacher preparation, research has shown that educators today face unprecedented challenges that have the potential to affect their personal and professional accomplishments (Hardy 2006; Theroux 2004) . With increased expectations, and a diverse student population, Brown (2007) argues that precautions must be taken to ensure that pre-service and beginning teachers are adequately prepared for the realities of teaching in the twenty-first century. Among other challenges, which face both prospective and beginning teachers, is the role of instructional technology in the classroom (ibid.). Clausen (2007, 245) reports that 'increased exposure to technology by beginning teachers has reshaped teacher education programs', and goes on to state that once they are in the classroom new teachers often struggle with technology integration because of the difficulties encountered during the 'transition from teacher education into the first years of teaching ' (ibid., 246) . Another significant problem facing educators today is classroom management (Chambers and Hardy 2005; Justice and Espinoza 2007) , which according to Justice and Espinoza (2007) , has been a major cause for high attrition rates among new teachers. The researchers concur with the latter assertion as classroom management becomes a problem if there are learner disciplinary problems. The abolition of corporal punishment in South Africa has created disciplinary problems for practising teachers as well as prospective teachers. Extensive research has been done on disciplinary problems in South Africa, but this does not form part of the scope of this article.
While much has been written about the challenges facing teachers in the twentyfirst century, the focus has been primarily on providing training and professional development to assist teachers to cope with the challenges mentioned above. Less attention has been given on how well prepared new teachers perceive themselves to be in handling different aspects of teaching. This is the gap that the researchers saw and wanted to pursue in the article. Clausen (2007, 245) further argues that 'new teacher development following the completion of their formal teacher preparation has received little emphasis'. This needs further investigation through tracer studies. Similarly, Lantner (2003) emphasises the importance of conducting additional research around factors that influence teachers' self-efficacy.
Despite various taxing demands, the process for preparing and orientating new teachers has remained relatively stagnant (Cohen-Vogel 2005; Schmoker 2006 ). Preservice teacher training programmes worldwide comprise of classroom instruction in designated core subjects and elective content areas, as well as participation in a supervised practical teaching experience. Upon successful completion of these components, graduates are certified by their provincial licensing body and are deemed eligible to begin teaching. The same is true for South African teacher preparation programmes.
While classroom instruction and practical in-class experience remain important components of teacher training programmes, recent inquiry has drawn attention to the significance of self-efficacy beliefs as part of the overall process for preparing prospective teachers and for ensuring success during their early teaching experience (Smeltzer-Erb 2004; Woolfolk-Hoy 2000) . Tschannen-Moran, Hoy and Hoy (1998, 202) describe teacher-efficacy as 'teachers' beliefs about their own capacities as teachers'. Furthermore, the work of Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998) strongly suggests that the predominant influence on teachers' self-efficacy beliefs occurs during the pre-service teacher training experience and the early years of teaching. Self-efficacy beliefs are dealt with by the researchers in another article.
Beyond pre-service teacher training, research supports the contention that throughout the teaching career a 'teacher's sense of efficacy is a mediating cognitive process that significantly influences teacher motivation, professional duration, and teacher adjustment' (Jerkins 2001, 6) . A correlation has also been found between high teacher self-efficacy levels and a willingness to engage in and experiment with new and innovative instructional strategies (Girod and Girod 2006) . However, despite strong acceptance among researchers of the inextricable link between selfefficacy beliefs and motivation for both teachers and students (Bandura 1997; Parker, Hannah and Topping 2006; Smeltzer-Erb 2004; Woolfolk-Hoy 2000) , there remains a lack of clarity in current literature regarding 'the concept and structure of teacher efficacy ' (Lin-Sun 2003, 139) . The extant literature affirms that providing the practical and theoretical foundation required for meeting teacher qualifications is no longer enough to ensure a successful transition from the role of prospective teacher to that of in-service teacher (Schmoker 2006) . In addition, in order to achieve a passing grade in the knowledge and applied components of pre-service teacher training, new teachers must also perceive themselves to be effective educators. Marais and Meier (2004, 221) assert that the term 'teaching practice' represents the range of experiences to which student teachers are exposed when they work in classrooms and schools. These authors (ibid.) further argue that teaching practice is a challenging but important part of teacher training, especially in developing countries such as South Africa, where the effectiveness of teaching practice can be diminished or eroded by a range of challenges, such as geographical distance; low and uneven levels of teacher expertise; a wide-ranging lack of resources; as well as a lack of discipline among a wide cross-section of learners and teachers. These challenges, if not addressed, may affect student teachers' performance during teaching practice and may in the long run affect their perception of the teaching profession (Quick and Sieborger 2005, 1-4) .
All the factors that have been touched upon have implications for teaching practice as it is through teaching practice that student teachers are exposed to real classroom conditions. The next section examines teaching practice as a component of teacher education programmes.
BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY
The Norms and Standards for Educators (DoE 2000, 13 ) is a policy document that stipulates seven roles that all educators (teachers) in South Africa have to perform, namely: learning mediator; leader, administrator and manager; scholar, researcher and lifelong learner; community, citizenship and pastoral role; assessor; and learning area or subject specialist (ibid., 13-14) . Each of these seven roles is broken down into three competencies that educators have to demonstrate, namely: practical competences; foundational competences; as well as reflective competences. Practical competence is explained as 'where the learner demonstrates the ability, in an authentic context, to consider a range of possibilities for action, make considered decisions about which possibility to follow, and to perform the chosen action' (ibid., 15). Foundational competence is where the learner demonstrates an understanding of the knowledge and thinking which underpins the actions taken (ibid.). Reflexive competence is where the learner demonstrates the ability to integrate or connect performances and decision making with understanding and with the ability to adapt to change and unforeseen circumstances and explain the reasons behind these actions (ibid.).
The document, however, is silent on how teacher training institutions should go about training teachers on how to achieve these competences -an observation made by Quick and Sieborger (2005, 1-4) . Consequently, there is no guidance on how the theoretical part of teacher training is integrated with the practical component, which is teaching practice. This, therefore, has implications, as Mtika (2008, 85) rightfully points out, for the organisation, implementation and supervision of teaching practice in the training institutions. It is imperative at this stage to look into teacher preparation programmes in South Africa.
Teacher training programmes in South Africa currently take the form of a Post Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE), which is a one-year qualification after a student has acquired a three-year qualification, and the four-year undergraduate Bachelor of Education (BEd) degree. The four-year BEd, which includes the equivalent of one full-time year of supervised practical teaching experience in schools, is the standard qualification for students wishing to teach in any learning area, subject and phase (DoE 2006,14) . The justification for a single main entry qualification is that the academic and pedagogical demands are essentially equivalent for all teachers regardless of learning area, subject or phase; it is important for the sake of the esteem of the profession to have a single benchmark qualification. The BEd will be the standard Initial Professional Education of Teachers (IPET) qualification and there will be several routes to achieve it (ibid.).
The focus of this study was on the BEd programme Teaching Practice (which is a major component of any Teacher Education programme) at the Central University of Technology, Bloemfontein, South Africa, which is spread throughout the four years. The breakdown of the teaching practice component is as follows: three weeks of observation during the first year; six weeks of observation during the second year; six weeks of teaching during the third year; and a six-month teaching practice period during the first semester of the fourth year. There is, however, a move to change this arrangement, especially in the fourth year, as the institution is recurriculating the BEd offerings -a move which will eventually affect the spread of teaching practice throughout the four years.
For purposes of this article the focus will be on the student teachers' perceptions of their preparation for teaching practice; their ability to plan and present lessons; their use of teaching media; their use of a variety of teaching methods and assessment strategies; and their overall confidence to teach.
The study targeted the fourth-year students after their exposure to six-month teaching practice in different schools. The researchers were interested to assess these students' level of preparedness to teach; their perceptions of the school experience; their use of teaching aids; and their efficacy or confidence to teach different subject specialisations.
It is against this background that the current study sought to answer the following research questions:
• What are the pre-service teachers' perceptions of their preparedness to teach in specific subject areas? • To what extent did the school experience (context) affect the pre-service teachers' teaching competencies during the six-month teaching practice period?
• To what extent has the teaching practice empowered the pre-service teachers to use a variety of teaching methods as well as assessment strategies?
• Did the six-month teaching practice help the pre-service teachers to integrate technology into teaching?
• Were the pre-service teachers assessed during this period and how would they rate the feedback they received after the evaluation of their lessons?
• To what extent were the pre-service teachers' confidence levels affected by the six-month teaching practice?
METHOD

Research design
The study followed a quantitative, descriptive research design. The principal intention of the study was to investigate the fourth-year pre-service teachers' perceptions of their preparedness to teach; their school experience; their use of teaching aids; and their teaching efficacy or confidence to teach. In this study, the terms teaching efficacy and confidence will be used interchangeably.
Participants
The fourth-year Bachelor of Education (BEd) students, enrolled in five different programmes offered by the School of Teacher Education at the Central University of Technology, Free State in Bloemfontein South Africa, constituted the target population for this study. These students had just returned from a six-month period of teaching practice or work-integrated learning in schools in mainly three provinces, namely, Free State (where the Central University of Technology is located), Mpumalanga and Eastern Cape. The sample consisted of 48 students (26 male and 22 females) who completed and returned the questionnaires that were distributed.
Instrumentation
A self-constructed questionnaire was administered to the students at two venuesthe Central University of Technology during normal classes and in Mpumalanga as the provincial government refused to release the students back to the training institution. The questionnaire was divided into sections on respondents' biographical data; their preparedness to teach; their school experience; their ability to use media; and their level of confidence to teach.
Data collection
The questionnaires were distributed to students who had been to the six-month teaching practice, immediately after classes both at the tertiary institution and the teaching venue in Mpumalanga. The majority of students who were taught in Mpumalanga were enrolled in the Natural Sciences programme. These students were sent to the tertiary institution by the Mpumalanga Department of Education. They then had to return to Mpumalanga for the six months of experiential training. On completion of the six months of training, the Mpumalanga government refused to release the students and an arrangement had to be made for lecturers to go to a common venue in Mpumalanga to teach them. At the end of the academic year, they (as is the case with all other students) were to return to the institution to sit for examinations in the remaining subjects in order to complete the four-year BEd.
Data analysis
Descriptive statistics was used to analyse the data collected through the questionnaires. The data were then presented in table format.
RESULTS
Biographical details
Gender
Of the 48 students who participated in the sample, 26 (54.2%) were male, while 22 (45.8%) were female. Thus, there was a gender balance in the sample. As seen in Table 1 , the majority of students (62.5%) came from the Natural Sciences programme, while only 4.2 per cent came from the Technology programme.
Sample profile
Preparedness/Readiness to teach
The student teachers were requested to rate their level of preparedness before experiential training in terms of a number of aspects as shown in Table 2 . As can be seen from Table 2 , the majority of the students (37 = 77.1%) were satisfied with their orientation in preparation for teaching practice. Similarly, a large number (31 = 64.6%) were satisfied with the information given to them. All 48 (100%) students indicated their satisfaction with the knowledge of the content of their teaching subjects, while 42 (87.5%) were satisfied with their teaching skills. Regarding accommodation while on teaching practice, 31 (61.4%) of the students felt that the accommodation arrangements were satisfactory. Concerning the provision of teaching materials, 27 (56.3%) of the participants were satisfied. However, a sizable number (20 = 41.7%) of the students expressed their dissatisfaction with the provision of teaching materials during teaching practice. This is an area of concern in this study. The 15 (31.3%) students who were dissatisfied with the information they received in preparation for teaching practice; the 14 (29.2%) who were also dissatisfied with their placement in schools; and the 15 (31.3%) who were unsure about their placement in schools are also cause for concern. The overall findings in all the categories of preparedness or readiness indicated a high level of satisfaction, that is, they felt that they were adequately prepared for teaching practice.
School experience
This question sought to find out how the student teachers perceived their experiences of host schools during teaching practice. The results are shown in Table 4 . In the category of school experience, 45 (93.8%) students found the host schools to be welcoming; 39 (81.5%) indicated that they received support from their subject teachers; 34 (70.8%) were assessed more than once by the school mentor; 40 (89.6%) felt they made some contribution to their teaching practice school; while 43 (83.3%) agreed that they learnt something new from the host schools. Similarly, a large number (38 = 79.2%) agreed that they had access to teaching and learning resources; 30 (62.5%) received the teaching timetable the first day they reported to the school for teaching practice; 42 (87.5%) participated in extra-mural activities; and 33 (68.8%) assumed additional responsibilities at the school during teaching practice. On the contrary, 27 (56.3%) students indicated that they were given more than enough teaching load. This is also cause for concern. On the whole, the findings revealed that the students had positive perceptions of their school experience while on teaching practice.
Preparation of teaching and learning materials
This question sought to find out the frequency with which the student teachers prepared teaching and learning materials for their lessons. The results are shown in Table 4 . As indicated in Table 4 the majority (34 = 72.3%) of the students in the sample indicated that they prepared for every lesson. On the contrary, only a small number (23 = 48.9%) prepared assessment tools for each lesson. Of major concern is the preparation of charts and power point presentations where only a handful of students indicated that they prepared these teaching aids for a few lessons or did not prepare them at all. The findings suggest that while the majority of students indicated that they planned for every lesson planning of teaching aids is still a problem for some.
Use of teaching aids during experiential training (Frequency)
The question here sought to establish whether the student teachers used any teaching aids. The results are shown in Table 5 . As Table 5 shows, posters were used in a few lessons by 46.8 per cent of the students; were rarely used by 17 per cent; and were not used at all by 31.9 per cent. Overhead projectors were not used at all by 89.4 per cent of the students. Powerpoint presentations were not used at all by 85.1 per cent of the students. Charts were used in a few lessons by 48.9 per cent, and not used at all by 29.8 per cent of the students in the sample.
Use of teaching methods and assessment strategies
The two ensuing questions sought to establish if the student teachers used a variety of teaching methods and assessment strategies. The results are shown in tables 6 and 7 respectively. As can be seen from Table 6 , students used a variety of teaching methods during teaching practice. The majority of students in the sample came from the Natural Sciences and it is, therefore, not surprising that role play was the method least used. The assessment techniques that the students used are shown in Table 7 . Essay tests and oral tests were the least utilised methods of assessment, as seen in Table 7 . 
Evaluation of student teachers during teaching practice
The researchers needed to determine whether or not the student teachers were evaluated during the period of teaching practice. Table 8 indicates the findings in this regard. The majority of students (53.2%) were evaluated by the school mentors, while 40.4 per cent were evaluated by both school mentors and university staff. Only three students indicated that they were not evaluated at all. It is, however, pleasing to note that the vast majority of the students were evaluated during teaching practice.
Feedback received from lesson evaluation
Of the student teachers who were evaluated, 38 (86.4%) indicated that the feedback they got from the evaluation of their lessons was satisfactory, while six (13.6%) felt that it was unsatisfactory. Only three students indicated that they were not evaluated at all. This requires further probing as it should be determined why these students were not evaluated at all.
Overall level of competence
The question asked was: To what extent did the six-month teaching practice affect student teachers' confidence levels? To answer this question, students were asked to rate their confidence levels as satisfactory or unsatisfactory. The responses to this question are presented in Table 9 . The majority of students rated their overall performance satisfactory in all seven statements, with the ability to present a lesson with confidence clinching the highest score (100%); followed by the ability to prepare lesson plans (95.7%); the ability to manage a classroom effectively (95.7%); the ability to work independently (95.7%); the ability to use a variety of teaching methods (89.4%); the ability to mentor others (83%); and the ability to use formative and summative assessments (80.9%).
DISCUSSION
The purpose of the study was to explore student teachers' perceptions of their experiences of teaching practice. In order to address this aim, a number of research questions were formulated and some answers to them sought. The discussion that follows is in line with the stated research questions.
It is appropriate at this stage to recall Mtika (2008, 85) who lists the aims of the teaching practice experience as: to provide opportunities for student teachers to integrate theory and practice and work collaboratively with and learn from the teachers; to prepare a competent, effective and efficient teacher; and to promote ongoing professional development and induction into teaching profession. In line with these aims, the Norms and Standards for Educators (DoE 2000) specify the roles that educators have to perform after completing their initial training as well as the competences that these teachers have to demonstrate for each role. What this really shows is that in order to produce a competent teacher, the theoretical knowledge gained through initial teacher training should be coupled with the practical skills needed in the classroom. The students in the study have demonstrated some of the practical skills required of them.
From the findings presented it can be deduced that the six-month teaching practice has provided the majority of the student teachers in the BEd programme with the opportunities to improve their practical skills in planning and presenting lessons; preparing and using teaching aids; as well as using a variety of teaching methods and assessment strategies. This finding can be attributed to the fact that, on the whole, the students' responses indicated that they were satisfied with their preparedness or readiness to teach, as seen in Table 2 . They were also comfortable with both their subject content knowledge and their pedagogical knowledge as fourth-year students can only be allowed to do the six-month teaching practice after they have already completed their major subjects and corresponding subject methodologies at thirdyear level of the programme. In all, they taught the subjects they were qualified to teach, meaning that they are subject specialists according to the Norms and Standards for Educators (ibid.). In line with the assertion by Mtika (2008) it can be deduced that they were able to integrate theory and practice into authentic classroom situations.
As far as school experience is concerned, the students in the study were to a large extent positive about their experience, as indicated in Table 3 . Tobin and Roth (2006) stress, among others factors, the importance of the context in learning to teach. The school context has also been found to be one determinant of teaching efficacy among prospective or pre-service teachers (Labone 2004) . In this particular study, it would appear that although some students were unhappy with their placements in schools, they tried to make the best of their stay at these schools. They felt that they were welcomed to the schools; were given the needed support; had access to available resources in the schools; participated in extramural activities; as well as being given added responsibilities. It would appear that the schools provided a context that nurtured the students' personal and professional development especially since that they felt that they learnt something new as well as contributed something towards the schools.
It was only their placement in schools, which 39.6 per cent of the students found unsatisfactory. The students at this particular tertiary institution sometimes do not have a choice about the selection of schools in which to do their experiential training. This is dependent on the subject combinations of students and the subject offerings of the schools. Research has shown that poorly chosen placements result in feelings of inadequacy, low teacher efficacy, and an unfavourable attitude towards teaching (Fallin and Royse 2000) , whereas extensive and well-planned field experiences can help prospective teachers to develop confidence, self-esteem, and an enhanced awareness of the profession. In accordance with the finding of the study, the placement of students in schools needs urgent attention.
We now consider the question of integrating technology into teaching. Although teaching aids, such as charts and posters, were used in some schools, Powerpoint presentations (85.1%) and overhead projectors (89.4%) were not used at all in the majority of cases -as seen from Table 5 . This shows that the schools did not provide opportunities for the students to integrate technology into their teaching. However, it could be that these were available but not necessarily used. This finding confirms the assertion by Clausen (2007, 245-246) who argues that new teachers often struggle with technology integration because of the difficulties encountered during the 'transition from teacher education into the first years of teaching'. Since these were fourth-year students they should have been confident in using all forms of technology to keep up with the demands of the twenty-first century.
As far as assessment is concerned, 83.6 per cent of the students were evaluated; 53.2 per cent were evaluated by school mentors only; while 40.4 percent were evaluated by both school mentors and university staff. Assessment of students during teaching practice is very important as it is only through assessment in an authentic classroom situation that the students are able to know their strengths and weaknesses. It is comforting that 86.4 per cent of the students who were evaluated were satisfied with the feedback they received from the evaluation of their lessons.
CONCLUSION
Teaching practice is a component of teacher education programmes. This study investigated the student teachers' readiness to teach; their placement in schools; the effect the context of the host schools had on them; the experience they gained in preparing and using teaching aids; their use of different teaching methods and assessment techniques; their own evaluation and feedback they received from such evaluations; and their overall confidence to teach their respective subjects. All the factors that were investigated in the current study offered an invaluable experience to the student teachers as they appear to have boosted their overall confidence in teaching.
